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Stay and Play Evaluation 
 

 

Background 

Family, friend and neighbor (FFN) caregivers are a vital part of our family and community networks. This group of 

caregivers includes extended family members, friends, neighbors and other adults who may receive pay or barter for 

providing care. Although defined as unlicensed childcare and often described as “informal” care, approximately 6.4 

million children ages 0-5 in the US are in the care of an FFN caregiver1. Descriptive studies and evaluations have found 

that FFN care meets the needs of low-income working families because it is accessible, affordable, flexible and may 

also provide the desired cultural and/or language needs of families. Additionally, in many regions, families are not able 

to get a slot at an affordable childcare or development center so FFN care may be the only other option that they have.     

In 2015, the Packard Foundation launched their Informal Care Strategy that was ultimately aimed at supporting 

parents, extended family and other informal caregivers to know how to provide the kind of nurturing and enrichment 

children need early in life to reach their full potential. This included funding testing and learning experiments of projects 

that are designed to engage informal/FFN caregivers; and to scale the most promising practices learned through the 

research and experiment phases. In 2016, one of the testing and learning experiments was the Oakland Public 

Library’s Play Café program, an expanded and deconstructed story time offered weekly with the goal of engaging and 

supporting FFN caregivers of children ages 0-5. This library story time pilot demonstrated success through rapid 

increase in attendance, and 71% of caregivers reporting that they read more to the children in their care as a result of 

Play Café. The popularity of this program also led to its expansion from two sites in Oakland to nine sites within a year, 

multiple weekly sessions, and mutually beneficial community partnerships. As a result, the Packard Foundation funded 

a scaling grant to the California State Library (CSL) to test the expansion of this model across the state. Five diverse 

local branches in California (described below), were selected by CSL to test ways to enhance children’s programming in 

libraries to meet the unique needs of informal/FFN caregivers and the young children in their care.  These five libraries 

chose to name their collective efforts Stay and Play.  The five key elements of Stay and Play included the following: 

• Targeted and focused outreach to FFN caregivers,  

• Specially designed story times that model read-aloud techniques, 

• Play opportunities that model high quality environments and interactions with children, 

• Programming and community resources to equip FFN caregivers with early learning information, and 

• Provision of food or accommodations to meet food needs of caregivers and children. 

This brief summarizes what was learned from how the five library branches implemented Stay and Play in their 

communities.  

 

 
1 National Survey of Early Care and Education Project Team. “Characteristics of Home-Based Early Care and Education Providers: 

Initial Findings from the National Survey of Early Care and Education.” OPRE Report 2016-13, Washington, DC: Office of Planning, 

Research, and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016 
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Evaluation Approach 

The California State Library partnered with Engage R+D to provide learning and evaluation services for Stay and Play. 

The evaluation sought to address the following questions:  

• How did the branches approach implementing the five key elements of Stay and Play?  

• How does Stay and Play look in different community and library settings? 

• What are promising practices/mechanisms/tools/resources to improve the quality of interactions between 

adult caregivers and the children they care for? 

• What Stay and Play practices and/or approaches have the potential to scale to more libraries? 

 

The focus of this evaluation was in the following areas:  

• Supporting learning between the local branches and CSL. Learning activities included a logic modeling session 

where branches were guided through a process to develop their own logic models for their Stay and Play 

projects (see Appendix C Branch Logic Models). Also, the evaluation team and CSL worked together to facilitate 

two convenings for branches to share their implementation experiences.   

• Building evaluation capacity. In addition to developing logic models, the evaluation team helped branches to 

identify evaluation questions based on what they wanted to learn from their Stay and Play projects and what 

data they would need to collect to answer those questions. We worked with the branches to identify how and 

what data is already being collected by them, and mapping that to what they wanted to know. We also provided 

examples of easy methods to collect data if they needed or were interested in implementing new data 

collection methods. This process led to the development of a short Caregiver Survey (see Appendix B 

Evaluation Survey Tool) translated into Spanish, Vietnamese, and Mandarin for all branches to use in their 

second phase of Stay and Play implementation. Ongoing technical assistance was also provided. 

• Collecting data across library branches. Building on the above, the evaluation team followed the principles of a 

lean data approach2 to collect data across the branches to document and learn how branches were 

implementing Stay and Play, what they learned from implementation, and what caregivers learned from Stay 

and Play. We examined the logic models developed by each branch, sent questionnaires with open-ended 

questions to the library staff, collected Caregiver Surveys (described above) from all branches, and asked 

branches to send any additional data that they collected.  We summarized findings through infographics (see 

Appendix A Phase 1 and Phase 2 Evaluation Highlights) and decks at learning meetings to help CSL tell the 

story of Stay and Play. 

• Identify promising practices and strategies with the potential to scale.  We shared evaluation and learning tools 

and best practices that could be easily adapted by library staff (e.g. Caregiver Survey), and identified promising 

best practices and strategies based on what the evaluation team documented across the pilot library sites, to 

be included in the Stay and Play tool kit CSL is developing.   

 

 

 
2 “The Lean Data approach is a new approach to social impact evaluation that is designed for testing and learning. It emphasizes 

using data to create value for an organization and its beneficiaries (vs. reporting and compliance) and uses methods and 

technologies for data collection that favor efficiency and speed while maintaining rigor. This approach was designed for and tested in 

environments that are uncertain, dynamic, complex and resource-constrained.” SSIR, Winter 2016. 
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Stay and Play Library Branches  

The five branches that were selected to pilot Stay and Play represent a diverse set of communities across California 

and serve a range of individuals. At the beginning of the grant, each of the five branches conducted a needs 

assessment to further understand the FFN caregivers in their community and to inform the design of their program. A 

brief description of each participating branch is detailed below: 

 

• The Grass Valley branch of the Nevada County Community 

Libraries is a downtown branch that serves a rural, mountain 

community in northern California. This region is an area 

impacted by wildfires, and in 2019 many victims of the Paradise 

Fire relocated to Grass Valley. Grass Valley is also home to a high 

population of retired individuals, as well as low income families, 

with 60% of students qualifying for free and reduced lunch. 

• San Jose Public Library: The San Jose Public library serves a 

culturally diverse community in a large city and is the largest 

library system between San Francisco and Los Angeles. The 

library serves informal caregivers that speak at least 13 different 

languages. 

• The Mendota branch of the Fresno County Public Libraries 

serves a community with a population of 11,404. Of Mendota 

residents, over 98% are Hispanic or of Latin descent and the 

poverty rate among those that worked full-time for the past 12 

months was 12.31%. Among those working part-time, it was 

52.24%, and for those that did not work, the poverty rate was 

48.13% 

• The Pixley branch of the Tulare County Libraries is a rural community made up of close-knit families and 

individuals, many whose primary occupation is farm worker. There are many multi-generational homes within the 

community and, in addition to the library, schools and churches are the main community resource in this region. 

• The Eastside branch of the Santa Barbara Libraries serves families across the Santa Barbara community, some of 

whom live within walking distance, some who live several miles away, and some who come from as far as 45 

minutes away. Many participants in their Stay and Play program are Spanish speaking (60%); the English-speaking 

parents have varying levels of fluency in Spanish and are interested in their children hearing and learning Spanish 

as well. 

 

Key Findings  

Both phases of the evaluation yielded rich information and data about the successes and challenges each library 

branch faced while implementing Stay and Play within their communities. The infographics in Appendix A highlight key 

learnings from each distinct phase of this work, with cross-cutting themes detailed below: 

Grass Valley 

Santa Barbara 

San Jose 

Pixley 

Mendota  
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• Library staff reported that it was important to dedicate time to planning 

and creating a space that is welcoming and appropriate for Stay and Play. 

Most library staff reported that it took longer than expected to plan 

projects, activities, and to build out their space, but once it was completed 

it was worth the time. They also reported that they learned and made 

adjustments as they went along, such as dedicating more time to 

interacting directly with caregivers and children versus having guest 

speakers; providing coffee for caregivers and snack or snack time for the 

children; and incorporating transition songs between activities. They also 

mentioned the value of debriefing and reflecting with staff which “gave 

staff the chance to discuss how these activities promoted early literacy and 

school readiness.” Finally, staff reported that it was good to test new 

formats for their children’s programming: “Staff had never thought of this program format before and it has really 

grown into a much-loved program among patrons and staff.” 

• Through Stay and Play, pilot sites gained new library card holders and 

developed positive and trusting relationships with caregivers, resulting in 

caregivers feeling more connected to the library. Library pilot sites reported 

that Stay and Play participants have become regular library patrons since 

the program started. Staff observed that, over time, caregivers became 

more comfortable in the library space and started to utilize other resources 

offered at the library. This shift didn’t happen right away but was the result 

of library staff building trusting and positive relationships with caregivers, 

through creating a welcoming and intentional environment that fosters 

quality interactions with caregivers. As a result, library staff reported that some caregivers have made visits to the 

library a regular part of their routine; staff also observed that caregivers are more comfortable interacting and 

communicating with library staff, whether it be a question about resources or to share exciting news about the 

development of a child in their care. As one library staff member put it, “Spending time and interacting one-on-one 

with children and their caregivers in a relaxed atmosphere makes amazing connections. The connections we have 

built with the families is what keeps them coming back week after week.” 

• Caregivers learned new ways to interact with children in their care and implemented new practices and activities in 

their home care settings. A key element of Stay and Play is play opportunities at the library that model high quality 

environments and interactions with children that can be easily implemented in home settings. Many caregivers 

noted that they have continued to utilize school readiness activities that they learned at Stay and Play. For 

example, one caregiver said that the child in their care has been eager to sing the songs and play the games 

learned at Stay and Play when they are home. Further, 65% of caregivers surveyed said they notice times 

throughout the day when they can do activities with the child in their care “a lot more” than they did before 

participating in Stay and Play. 

Another key element of Stay and Play is story time designed for both caregivers and children that models read-

aloud techniques. Survey data revealed that, since participating in Stay and Play, caregivers and children are 

spending more time engaging in literacy activities. For example, since participating in Stay and Play, 66% of 

caregivers reported spending “a lot more time” reading, looking at books, or telling stories to the child in their care. 

 One-quarter of Phase 2 

participants had never been to 

the library before attending 

Stay and Play. 

“The Stay and Play Program is a 

favorite among staff that are part 

of it They appreciate creating a 

sense of community and strong 

relationships with caregivers and 

their children.” 

- Library Staff 
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• Caregivers understand more about the role they play in helping the children in 

their care be ready for school. Through Stay and Play, FFN caregivers received 

affirmations about the meaningful and essential role they play in children’s lives; 

for some caregivers, it was the first time their role had been acknowledged that 

way. More than three-quarters (83%) of caregivers that participated in Stay and 

Play said they now have a better understanding of the role they have in helping 

children in their care be ready for school; 81% said they have a better 

understanding of the importance of having a nurturing relationship with the 

children in their care. With an instilled sense of confidence and a deeper 

understanding of their role, many participants felt empowered to support school 

readiness, learning, and development for the children in their care.  

• Caregivers built strong social connections with other participants and reported feeling more aware of local 

resources. Isolation can be a problem that FFN caregivers face. Through Stay and Play, staff noted caregivers and 

children alike were able to make friends with others in the program and engage in social opportunities that helped 

reduce isolation. One library staff member noted, “We had two grandmothers come as strangers, and leave as 

friends, trading info and taking selfies to show their kids (parents of children attending) that they had made friends 

at the library.” Further, over 80% of caregivers said they now spend more time talking or sharing ideas about caring 

for children with other adults.  

In addition to building social connection with other caregivers, Stay and Play participants reported being more 

connected to local resources and services. One of Stay and Play’s key elements is programming and community 

resources that equip FFN caregivers with early learning information. These activities included making connections 

to community partners, bringing in guest speakers, providing resource binders and bulletins, and in some cases 

library staff serving as a community navigator. As a result of these efforts, more than 70% of caregivers surveyed 

reported feeling “a lot more” supported in their community after participating in Stay and Play.   

 

Reflections and Implications 

The evaluation of this work strives to continue learning and building the evidence base for programming for FFN 

caregivers. Our reflections and implications of this pilot project include the following:  

 

Libraries are an effective avenue for scaling FFN programming. Learnings from the Stay and Play pilot 

demonstrate that libraries hold significant potential as a space to engage and connect with FFN 

caregivers. Libraries are trusted community hubs that build collections and programming that reflect 

the community they serve. Their ability to offer supports and resources in addition to Stay and Play 

programming is important for FFN caregivers that are often isolated and are not aware of or lack access 

to resources. Survey data from phase two revealed that, across the five branches, 43% of Stay and Play 

participants were FFN caregivers. Given that FFN caregivers are a hard-to-reach population that often 

experience isolation, it is notable that branches were able to engage such a high number of FFNs 

through their programming through targeted and focused outreach. 

 

Libraries must adapt aspects of their Stay and Play approach to support the unique needs of their 

communities. The five key elements of effective library FFN programs3 guided each branch during 

implementation, helping to get their programming off the ground. However, each site quickly learned 

that they needed to tailor each component to the community they were serving. Successful FFN 

 
3 (1)Targeted and focused outreach to FFN providers; (2) Library story time specifically designed for informal caregivers and children; (3) Play 

opportunities that model high quality care settings and encourage caregiver/child interactions; (4) Programming, resource materials, and community 

experts to better equip caregivers with child development and early learning information; and (5) Provision of food or  opportunities to accommodate 

the food needs of caregivers and children 

“All parents/caregivers – if 

given the opportunity –will 

apply lessons that will 

benefit the children in their 

care.” 

-Library Staff 
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programming requires core resources and supports, but also the flexibility to adapt to meet the unique 

needs of each community. As one library staff member said, “in implementing the Stay and Play project, 

staff found that maintaining a constant sense of flexibility was very effective.  After each Stay and Play 

program, staff would meet to discuss what changes needed to be made in order to improve as well as 

what was successful.” 

 

Pilot libraries have plans to expand Stay and Play to other branches in their jurisdiction. When asked 

about their next steps for Stay and Play, nearly all pilots said they were interested in exploring 

opportunities to bring the program to other branches in their jurisdiction. In fact, two pilot sites have 

already expanded Stay and Play to new locations. One piloted the program at three additional branches 

in their jurisdiction, another piloted Stay and Play at a local elementary school in their community; both 

sites have plans to sustain these additional locations moving forward. This highlights the value and 

benefit of the Stay and Play program in communities and is evidence of its potential to expand to other 

libraries across the state. 

 

Data can help library staff learn about their communities and strengthen their programming.  

Evaluation and data helped library staff engage in continuous learning and enabled CSL, pilot libraries 

and the evaluation team lift up promising strategies and practices from a new program (i.e., Stay and 

Play). This evaluation used a lean data approach, which allowed the evaluation team to capitalize on 

data that libraries were already collecting, supported pilots in developing logic models, and added to 

existing data systems by collaboratively developing a survey that libraries could easily implement across 

multiple languages. Library staff participated in training and evaluation activities which helped them 

gain comfort with data collection and consequently, demonstrated how it helped strengthened their 

programs. Moving forward, the pilot libraries will be able to build on their logic models and (see 

appendix C) as they adjust their programming, and can use the survey tool developed (see appendix B) 

to continue to track participant progress over time. New libraries can also try these tested evaluation 

and data collection methods as they implement Stay and Play.  
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Appendix A: Phase 1 and Phase 2 Evaluation Highlights 
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Appendix B: Evaluation Survey Tool 

 



 

 

 

Stay and Play Evaluation, April 2020 1 

 

 



 

 

 

Stay and Play Evaluation, April 2020 1 

Appendix C: Branch Logic Models 
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